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around my throat since that first Saturday stirred again, tightening its hold. 
My eyes met Yejide’s and I felt ashamed. The eyes that had once looked at 
me as though I was all she had in the world now stared at me with 
contempt. She glared at me as if I was an insect she would like to crush. 
She made no move to stop Dotun, just turned her head. I realised that while 
I’d thought my brother and I would trade places once in a while, truth was 
that from that first Saturday he’d occupied vistas I’d never even glimpsed. 

I waited until Dotun rolled off her and saw me. He leapt off the bed. I 
took off my jacket, took my time, folded it, then placed it on the bed. There 
was no ready weapon within reach, no pestle, no sharp knife waiting for me 
to grab. I marched towards Dotun, armed with the only weapons I really 
needed — my raging anger, my clenched fists. 

‘Bros Akin... wait, wait, Bros Akin . . . don’t let the devil use you, 
Egbon mi... please, don’t be... wait... the devil’s tool .. .” Dotun 
screamed, wrapping a bed sheet around his torso. 

I laughed, the sound clawing its way out of me, scratching my throat. 
‘Devil’s tool? Me? You bastard.’ I punched his mouth, his nose, his eyes. I 
felt his skin give way, heard his bones crack and saw blood flow from his 
nose. The pounding in my head intensified each time I rammed my fist into 
Dotun’s face. He kept backing away from me, until he tripped on the sheet 
he’d used to cover himself. He fell, hit his head against Yejide’s bedside 
table on his way down, knocking her lamp over. He landed on his back and 
the bed sheet unwrapped itself from his body. 

I knelt over his bare belly and punched — his neck, his chest, the hands 
that tried to ward me off. There was blood on my hands — his blood, my 


blood. The blood seeped into the rug on the floor, spreading into a map-like 


stain that would never wash out. 

‘I trusted you!’ I got off him, kicked his chest until there was a bleeding 
gash below his nipple. He coughed blood on to the rug. Blood and a tooth; 
the tooth shone in the small red pool. He tried to say something, then 
coughed and spluttered more blood. 

It enraged me, the still-moist, limp penis between his legs. I thought of 
where the penis had just been and a lifetime of rage heated up my head. The 
images of him with Yejide that ’'d spent my waking hours fighting for 
years, pictures that dragged me down in dreams each time my head hit a 
pillow, broke loose from the cage of denial I’d constructed for them. 

I knelt between Dotun’s spread-eagled legs, grabbed his limp penis and 
twisted it. His scream would have deafened me if I’d heard it, but the sound 
of my head exploding shut out everything else. 

There were soft hands on my shoulders, pulling me back. I kept 
twisting, twisting. 

‘For God’s sake, Akin. Don’t kill him, please.’ Yejide was on her knees 
beside me, still naked. 

I took my hands off Dotun. ‘Shut up, you whore.’ 

‘Me? Akin, me — a whore? A dog will eat your mouth for saying that.’ 
Her voice was angry, not pleading. 

I reached for the knocked-over lamp, yanked its cord out of the socket. 

‘What are you doing?’ Yejyide’s voice was shrill with panic. ‘Akin, 
Akin?’ 

I lifted the lamp with both hands. 

Yejide wrapped her hands around my chest, tried to pull me off Dotun. 
‘Akin? Akinyele, I beg you in the name of God, don’t let the devil use you.’ 

Dotun tried to sit up, covering his eyes with his hands. I hit him on the 


chin with the lamp, knocked him back to the ground. Yejide said something, 


but all I could hear was the pounding in my head, the sound of glass 
cracking. I smashed the lampshade against his head, shattered its glass 
panels and low-watt bulbs against his scalp until he was still. 

I got up, cradling what was left of the lamp against my chest. 

“You have killed your brother,’ Yejide whispered behind me. ‘You’ve 
murdered your own mother’s son.’ 


And I hoped she was right. 
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DURING THE NEXT COUPLE OF weeks, Yejide spent her mornings in the 
hospital with my brother. She stopped talking to me, would just leave my 
breakfast on the dining table as though she was leaving food out for a dog, 
then tie Rotimi to her back and head to the hospital. 

I wished Dotun were dead, that he’d never been born. 

But this is a lie. What I wished was that I was dead, that I’d never been 
born. I brought Dotun into our home, invited him, cajoled him, threatened 
him, did everything I could to convince him. Never imagined that I would 
ever in seven lifetimes have to see my brother thrusting into my wife, 
grunting like a pig as he came. As I factored unforeseen circumstances into 
my plan, I’d left out the things that would ruin it: sickle cell, Dotun losing 
his job, and all the mess of love and life that only shows up as you go along. 

The day after my fight with Dotun, Moomi showed up in my office just 
before lunchtime. She didn’t respond to my greetings, didn’t take a seat, she 
came straight to my side of the desk and leaned over my chair. 

“You were both inside me,’ she cried, slapping her belly. ‘The two of 
you sucked these breasts that are on my chest. Was my breast milk not 
sweet? Is that the root of wickedness in your heart? Was my breast milk 
sour? Akin, answer me. Can you not hear me? Are you now deaf?’ 

She was so sure there was an explanation, that there was something I 
would say to help her understand what had happened. I could sense that she 


would take anything I said to her in that moment, anything at all, and shape 
it to suit herself. Shape it into a reason that explained it all. All she needed 
was an answer, any answer. 

I didn’t say a word. 

“You want to kill me,’ she said, grabbing my shirt at the collar with both 
hands. ‘Make me understand why my own sons will try to kill each other. 
Tell me right now as I stand here!’ 

I could see her heart breaking, but what was I to say? The truth? I knew 
it would have finished her. This truth. 

She left with a promise never to speak to me until I explained why I'd 
tried to kill her precious son. I knew she would keep her promise. My 
mother could hate as fiercely as she loved. 

I worked until I was almost too tired to drive home. Stumbled into the 
house when the lights were already out and Yejide was asleep. But Rotimi 
was still awake and her eyes latched on to me the moment I walked into the 
dimly lit room. I stood by her cot, listened to her soft babble, let her wrap 
her little fingers around my thumb. In her eyes, I was brand new, forgiven, 
unstained. I waited until she drifted off to sleep before I climbed into bed. 

And though I was worn out, I couldn’t sleep. I stared at my wife and 
wondered if the rage pounding in my brains would ever be intense enough 
to make me smash a lamp into her head. I hated myself because I watched 
her delicate face until I fell asleep, etching each feature into my mind in 
case she was not there when I woke up. 

During the following weeks, I kept expecting her to leave me. It seemed 
to me that it was the only thing left to be done. Some nights I traced her lips 
with a finger and whispered /’m sorry into the silent space between us. 


I hated myself for this too. 


On the day Dotun was to be discharged, Yejide spoke to me for the first 


time in over a month. She gave me his hospital bill. I wrote a cheque. That 
evening, she moved out of our bedroom. 

‘I am staying because of my child. If not, if not, if not, en...’ She let 
the threat hang unspoken, like a dark cloud between us. 

“You bloody... bloody . . . did my brother behind my back. You are the 
unfaithful wife.’ I trembled when I said this, kept my fists in my pockets, 
fought the urge to plant them in her smug face, because if I started I would 
never stop. 

“You would have preferred it in front of you? Under your careful 
supervision? You are a cheat, a betrayer and the biggest liar in heaven, hell 
and on earth,’ she spat at my feet, entered her new room, slammed the door. 

I let the rage loose, punched the closed door until my skin bruised and 
bled. And even then, I didn’t stop. Couldn’t stop. 

Yejide didn’t lock the door. There was no click, no key turning on the 
other side. It occurred to me that I could just turn the knob and go in, face 
her. Ask her what she knew, what Dotun had told her about me while they 
were cavorting. I didn’t have to stand alone in the corridor, speaking with 
my fists to a wooden door that wouldn’t answer, lifting my shoulders so I 


could wipe sweat off my face with my shirt-sleeve. Not tears. Sweat. 
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WHEN MY FATHER-IN-LAW INVITED AKIN and me to a family meeting, I knew 
before we arrived in Ayeso that Moomi was the one who must have pushed 
him to call the so-called emergency meeting. I held Rotimi in front of me 
like a shield as we entered the sitting room and sat beside each other on a 
brown couch. The couch was small and for the first time since he’d caught 
Dotun on top of me, Akin and I sat right next to each other — we were so 
close I could feel him breathing. Dotun was already there, seated beside his 
father, when we arrived. I had not seen him since he had been discharged 
from the hospital. 

Moomi was the first to speak: ‘My sons are here to explain why they 
fought, why they could not bring whatever disagreement they had to the 
family to settle. They are here to explain why they want to disgrace our 
family and make us the topic of gossip in the marketplace.’ 

‘No, stop there. You mean to you, Amope. They have disgraced you. 
The whole world knows my name is a good name in Jjesaland,’ Akin’s 
father said. 

‘It is that way now, Baba? Now they are my sons? Useless man, of 
course they are my sons, since you never spent a kobo on them. I paid the 
school fees, bought uniforms and when they graduated from the university 
you just showed up for the pictures. But now again they have become my 


sons?’ 


‘Are they not your sons? Did you steal them from the hospital?’ Akin’s 
father wagged a finger in Moomi’s face. ‘Ha! That is what you are here to 
tell us, that you stole them from a ward, abi?’ He laughed at his own joke. 

Moomi hissed. ‘But this is not your fault. It is the children of the orange 
tree that cause clubs and stones to be thrown at their mother. Foolish 
children, explain yourselves — explain. Speak the words that are lodged in 
your mouth.’ She glared at Akin, then at me, waving her arthritic hands at 
us like oversized claws. 

Dotun cleared his throat. His left hand was still in a sling, there was a 
bandage around his head and one side of his face was covered in tiny 
stitches. 

“We had an argument about money,’ Dotun said. 

Beside me, Akin’s body relaxed with what I imagined was a sigh of 
relief. I should have been listening and committing the story Dotun was 
telling to memory. I should have mastered every detail to retell to relatives 
who were bound to quiz me later on, with expressions of concern, eager for 
gossip to down with their pounded yam at family gatherings. But by then I 
no longer cared about what Akin’s family thought. I was letting go already, 
even though I did not know it yet. So I rocked Rotimi and fiddled with her 
necklace, pressing my thumb against the hard edges of the crucifix that lay 
beneath her blouse. I did listen when Akin began to speak. I was amazed by 
how easily he plugged the holes in his brother’s story. It was as if they had 
rehearsed the lies over and over. 

‘The money was not mine. I borrowed it from the bank. After all I did, 
after all my sacrifices for him, how could Dotun gamble it away?’ Akin 
said, slapping his knee. 

‘Brother mi, I did not gamble. It was a business that went bad. It was 


supposed to bring in more than enough money to pay off the loan, but many 


things went wrong.’ Dotun did not look in our direction as he spoke, his 
head was bent down and he seemed to be starring at the crisscross patterns 
on the blue linoleum that covered the floor. 

‘It was not a business; if you were not so stupid you would have known 
they were fraudsters. Wouldn’t we all be rich if money doublers really 
existed?’ 

‘Money is a tiny thing,’ Akin’s father said, tapping Dotun on the 
shoulder. 

Akin and Dotun kept weaving the strands of their lies until their story 
was as strong as a rope of truth. 

“You must not allow money to come between you. You have the same 
blood in your veins. What example do you want to leave for your children if 
you allow money to divide you?’ my father-in-law said when his sons were 
quiet. 

Moomi snorted and shook her head, but her husband ignored her and 
kept talking. 

“You must reconcile, apologise to each other.’ The old man leaned 
forward in his seat and gestured with his hands. ‘Unity — every family must 
have unity. Have you forgotten? A single broomstick is useless, but when 
you put it in a bunch, what does it do?’ 

‘It sweeps the house until it is clean,’ Akin said. 

‘So you understand what I have been trying to say?’ my father-in-law 
said. 

Dotun touched the side of his face that was half covered with stitches. ‘I 
am sorry, Brother mi, don’t be angry with me. I will find a way to get the 
money back for you.’ 

Akin coughed. ‘It was the devil that used me, Dotun. That anger, I don’t 


know where it came from.’ 


‘It is over.’ My father-in-law turned to face Moomi. ‘Iya Akin, are you 
at peace now? I told you Yejide had nothing to do with it. She cannot come 
between them for any reason. How can you even imagine she would be 
involved in such a thing?’ 

‘All I know,’ Moomi said, standing up and coming to stand in front of 
Akin and me. ‘All I know is this: anything that is done in the deep darkness 
will one day be talked about in the marketplace.’ 

I looked down at Rotimi and saw that she had fished out the crucifix 
from beneath her blouse and was now sucking on it. I removed it from her 
mouth, careful not to hurt her gums. 

Moomi leaned towards me. ‘You can never cover the truth. Just as 
nobody can cover the sun’s rays with his hands, you can never cover the 
truth.’ 


Whenever I went into the salon, the first thing I did was hand Rotimi over 
to Iya Bolu. It was Iya Bolu who tied Rotimi to her back if she cried and 
followed her around the passageway after she started crawling. She was the 
one who noticed when her first tooth emerged and cheered on the day she 
clung to the leg of a stool to hoist herself up. 

“Why are you behaving like this?’ Iya Bolu said, picking Rotimi up 
when she began to cry. 

‘Behaving how?’ I rinsed out a batch of rollers and put them in a 
colander. 

“You did not even glance at her when I told you that she stood up. Is it 
not your business?’ She patted Rotimi’s back and rocked her. 

I gave her the feeding bottle into which I had expressed breast milk in 
the morning. ‘Maybe she is hungry.’ 

“You, this woman. I have told you that this child is too old for just breast 


milk. Why are you behaving as if your ears have been nailed shut? Rotim1, 


sorry o jare, manage her breast milk, don’t mind your mother, just manage 
it this time.’ 

I was grateful for the silence when Rotimi began to suckle from the 
bottle’s teat. The sun was already setting and I had developed an ache 
around my knees and ankles from standing throughout the day. I reached for 
my purse and counted out some change for the two girls who had stayed 
behind to help with cleaning up. After the girls slung their handbags over 
their shoulders and left, I sat beneath a dryer and lowered the hood. Iya 
Bolu was still speaking to me, but from under the dryer it sounded as if she 
was speaking from a far-off place, another room, another world. Her words 
did not seem so important while I stayed beneath the dryer, they were not 
things I needed to think about or respond to in any way. I shut my eyes to 
heighten the effect of being far from everything, of being alone. 

‘When are you going to make fresh fish and mash for Rotimi? Or even 
just buy formula and milk?’ 

‘I’m busy,’ I said, crossing my legs so I could massage my knee. 

‘Iya Rotimi, fear God-o. You are too busy to buy formula for your 
baby? If there is something that is bothering you, let us talk about it. Get it 
off your mind so that you can take care of your child.’ 

‘Has she finished eating? We need to get home before it 1s totally dark.’ 

‘Come and snatch the bottle from her now. You are not even listening to 
what I am saying.’ She turned to the child, ‘Rotimi, don’t you worry. I will 
buy some formula for you very soon. Don’t mind that woman, she will soon 
come back to her senses, I am sure.’ 

I yawned. 

Dotun came to the salon the next day while I was braiding a little girl’s 
hair. I asked him to take a seat and wait because I never allowed the stylists 


in training to touch a child’s hair. I believed their scalps were too tender to 


be used for training. When I was done braiding the hair, I took my time 
rubbing pink oil into the lines in between each braid and waited until the 
girl skipped out of the salon before I went to sit beside Dotun. 

“Would you like something to drink? Coke or Fanta?’ 

‘No,’ he said and sighed. ‘I came to say goodbye. I’m leaving Ilesa 
tomorrow. For Lagos.’ 

‘Oh, OK. Did you get a job in Lagos?’ 

‘Something like that.’ 

I did not ask him to elaborate because I really did not care. The extent 
of my interest after Akin had injured him was to make sure that he lived. I 
wondered why he had come to me to say goodbye. 

‘I will miss you,’ he said. 

I looked at his face then — really looked. The bandage around his head 
had been removed to reveal a large scar where the glossy stitches would 
never allow hair to grow again. He appeared to have lost some more weight 
and there was a hopeful smile on his face. I wondered if he expected me to 
say that I would miss him too. 

‘Safe journey. You should greet your wife and children for me,’ I said. 

He looked away and touched the scar on his head. ‘I went to Akin’s 
office this morning. He told his secretary to send me away.’ 

‘Brother Akin,’ I said. ‘You have no right to call him “Akin”, he is not 
your mate.’ 

‘Wait, Yejide. Me?’ He jabbed his chest with a finger. ‘You are angry 
with me?’ 

‘Keep your voice down.’ 

He shook his head. ‘It is not my fault, you know, Yeyjide. It was all his 
idea.’ 


‘Dotun, you and your brother conspired against me.’ 


‘Look, Yejide, I thought you knew.’ He placed a hand on my knee. “He 
said he was going to tell you everything.’ 

“You need to go now, Dotun. You can see I’m at work. I don’t have time 
for all this.’ 

‘I will miss you.’ This time he whispered the words and they sounded as 
if they were meant to convey something he could not say. 

I pushed his hand off my knee and stood up. ‘Have a safe trip 
tomorrow.’ 

I walked away from him and went to an elderly woman who was 
hovering around the stylists, but had not taken a seat. 

‘Good afternoon, Ma,’ I said. ‘Has nobody attended to you?’ 

‘Oh, they have, my dear. But I told them I would wait for you. I don’t 
want anybody to ruin the scanty hair I have left.’ 

I smiled and led her to a chair. In the corner of my eye, I saw Dotun stop 
by the door to say hello to Iya Bolu and Rotimi before leaving the salon. I 
waited as the woman in front of me removed her scarf, and thought about 
what Dotun had meant by repeating himself. He would miss me? The 
woman’s hair was not scanty at all, but full and long, streaked with white in 
front. | remembered who she was as I ran my hands through her hair. She 
was a retired principal who came in to have her hair braided once a month 
and always insisted on using nothing other than the shea butter that she 
brought in a plastic container. 

‘Have I told you?’ Iya Bolu had come to stand beside me. ‘Have I told 
you about my niece’s wedding?’ 

‘No,’ I said, combing the retired principal’s hair. 

‘It 1s happening next year-o, my brother’s first daughter is getting 
married. Was it not just yesterday they gave birth to her? Na wah.’ I could 


see Iya Bolu’s reflection in the mirror. She held Rotimi up and grinned at 


her. ‘Before you know it, we’ll be dancing at Rotimi’s wedding too.’ 

I was sure she had said the same thing about Olamide and Sesan and I 
was definitely not looking ahead as far as Rotimi’s wedding. Hope was a 
luxury I could no longer afford. 

‘That is how it always seems-o, children grow up so fast,’ the retired 
principal said, smiling. ‘My youngest daughter got married last year. You 
know, I can still remember when I discovered I was pregnant with her, now 
she too will soon be a mother.’ 

‘Congratulations, madam,’ I said, picking up a wooden comb. 

‘Thank you.’ 

‘So when is this wedding?’ I asked Iya Bolu. 

‘Sometime in June maybe, they have not fixed the exact date yet.’ 

‘Hope the elections won’t affect the preparations,’ my customer said, 
bending her head so I could part her hair into four equal parts. 

‘That’s why they are still waiting to fix the exact date. My brother wants 
to be sure about the exact date the elections will take place.’ 

I scoffed. ‘Do you think there will be any elections? This Babangida 
who has postponed the date time and time again?’ 

‘Transition,’ my customer said. ‘This is a transition. A transition is a 
process. It is not a one-off event. There is no need for us to be cynical. 
There have been setbacks, but I think they are quite understandable.’ 

‘Me, I don’t think the man is going anywhere. This election story is 
another fraud. They are just deceiving us, these military people.’ 

‘This time he is leaving, I’m telling you. Just remember I said so. At 
least we have civilian governors now, and the legislators will take office by 
December. It is a gradual transition, step by step, my dear. That is the only 
way to ensure lasting change.’ 


I stuck the wooden comb in one half of her hair and began to braid the 


other half. I had no faith in the so-called gradual transition. My customer 
was obviously invested in the whole process. She reeled off dates and 
statistics like someone who spent her days reading newspapers. I nodded as 
she explained why the federal military government had every right to create 
and fund the two political parties that existed in the country. She found a 
way to justify the fact that the government had written the constitution of 
both parties and designed their emblems. 

‘Look,’ she said, ‘it is not the perfect situation, but once we move into a 
democracy, things will be different. Let’s just get the country into a total 
democracy first. After we do that, we can get everything else in line.’ 

I let the issue go because I didn’t care that much about it. As far as I was 
concerned, 1993 would come and go and at the end of it we would know if 
the government was serious about its promise. I had no intention of 
registering to vote. 

‘By the end of this year, the government will tell us when the elections 
will be and my brother will fix a definite date. And you, Iya Rotimi, you 
must go with me to Bauchi,’ Iya Bolu said. ‘Whichever day the wedding is, 
you must go with me-o.’ 

‘Bauchi, ke? That is where your brother lives? That is a long journey-o.’ 

‘That is why I am telling you now. Start preparing your mind.’ 

‘OK, I will think about it,’ I said. ‘But Pve not agreed to go yet, Iya 
Bolu. I will keep it in mind anyway.’ 

“You know if you go with me, you can buy gold in Bauchi to sell here. 
Remember my customer who was asking if you sold jewellery? Now you 
look at me, abi? I know that one will entice you now. I talk about business 
and your ears stand up. My brother’s wife is into the gold business. She can 
show you all the places where you can buy, and who knows, maybe Bauchi 


gold will sell here.’ 


‘That is an interesting idea,’ I said as I rubbed shea butter into my 


customer’s scalp. 


3D 


ONE MONDAY AFTERNOON, LINDA, MY Secretary, came into my office and 
gave me a letter. I usually went through the correspondence in the morning, 
once I was done reading newspaper headlines, before my daily meeting 
with the head of operations. 

‘This just came in, sir,’ Linda said before I could ask her why the letter 
hadn’t been included in the folder of mail that she made sure was on my 
desk before I came in each day. 

I examined the envelope and recognised the cursive handwriting 
immediately. Each postage stamp bore Australia 45c above the image of a 
long-tailed rat. I tore open the envelope and pulled out the single sheet it 


held, spreading it out. 


Brother mi, 

How are you? As you must know from the stamp, I am now in 
Australia. I arrived here just last week. Please let Moomi know I’m safe. 

Let me start by saying thank you for all you did for me after I lost my 
job. I didn’t have the chance to thank you before I left. I want you to 
know I appreciate all your efforts to help me secure another job and get 
back on my feet. I am really grateful to you for giving me a roof over my 
head after I lost all I had. 

About everything that happened before I left Nigeria, I want us to 
forget about it all. We can’t keep fighting over this thing, you know. We 


are brothers, we are blood. A woman can divorce you, family can’t. I’m 
still surprised that you did not even grant me an audience when I came to 
your office. I can excuse what happened at your house, you were angry 
so you beat me up. I can forget that, we can both put it behind us and 
move on. But from the way you turned me away from your office, it 
appears you want us to start a feud over this issue. Brother mi, get this 
right. You can’t fight with me. You can’t fight with family. 

Is Yejide still with you? I’m sorry if she left, because I know you 
loved her. At least I think you did. You can’t blame me for her leaving. 
Your marriage already had problems. She is such an understanding 
woman. She would have listened and understood you, I’m sure of it. I 
didn’t mean to tell her any secrets. I thought you had told her everything, 
not half-truths. I just assumed that you had told her like you promised. 

She is an easy woman to talk to. An easy woman to love. 

Anyway, the important thing is that we must forgive each other and 
move on. As for me, I have already forgiven you. 

I will be expecting to hear from you very soon. 

With all due respect, 

Dotun 


I considered throwing the letter in the shredder, but I tore it up instead, 
into tiny pieces. I wondered if he’d told Yejide that he was leaving the 
country, if she’d given him money for his flight. The Dotun I knew was 
broke. I couldn’t figure out how he could have managed to travel anywhere 
without my help. 

Dotun’s letter destabilised me, but answered the only question I’d 
wanted to ask him after I’d caught him with my wife. It told me he’d been 
stupid enough to discuss me with Yeyjide. I’d been wondering how much she 


knew and I’d almost concluded that Dotun had already told her the secrets 


I’d confided in him. It was there in the defiant way she carried herself, the 
movement into another room, the way her eyes had met mine when I 
walked in on them. But I’d been hoping that Dotun had kept his big mouth 
shut. I reasoned that all we’d been through was enough to make Yejide 
angry, told myself it explained her silence, the contempt that remained in 
her eyes. 

I’d managed to convince myself before Dotun’s letter came that she 
would have confronted me if she’d known, given me a chance to explain 
myself. Not that I had anything to say — I would probably have told more 
lies. But only because I still had hope; I always had hope that everything 
would change and the lies would not matter any more. I was still seeing a 
specialist in Lagos University Teaching Hospital, and he had expressed 
some optimism. I’d taken his cautious comments and run with them, told 
myself it would be any day now, convinced myself the specialist in LUTH 
could work miracles. We’d find the right cocktail of medication and all 
would be well. Hope has always been my opium, the thing I couldn’t wean 
myself off. No matter how bad things got, I found a way to believe that 
even defeat was a sign that I was bound to win. 

In the weeks that followed the arrival of Dotun’s letter, I felt as though 
our house had shrunk. It felt tiny, too small to keep me from running into 
Yejide. For the first time since she moved into another room, I was happy 
that I was alone in my bed. I stopped eating the food she left out for me, 
wondering for a few days if she planned to poison me, to punish me without 
ever confronting me. 

I was too ashamed to force the confrontation I’d dreaded, had wished 
away since the first time I saw her and decided nothing could keep me from 
spending the rest of my life with her. I slunk around the house, left for work 


early, arrived home late. I spent my weekends alone in my room, rethinking 


every choice, retracing my steps backwards, asking if I really had a choice, 
if there were things I could have done differently. Before I had fully 


recovered from Dotun’s first letter, the next one arrived. 


Brother mi, 

How are you? And how is Moomi? Are you hearing from Arinola 
and her husband? 

I have a job here now. I am making money. Small small money, but I 
survive. 

I know you got my last letter. Why won’t you write? How can I get 
you to write? 

Brother mi, let me try and explain things from my side of the story. 
The first time I had sex with your wife, it was to save your marriage. I 
still haven’t got a thank you for that, you self-righteous man. I even 
closed my eyes when she undressed that day. You know that first time, I 
tried to kiss her, not because I particularly wanted to but because it 
seemed the thing to do to make it less like rape. We had chaste sex like 
they do on home videos, with the sheets firmly covering our bodies as 
though someone was watching. I honestly thought you had told her 
everything like you promised. And when I discussed it with her the first 
time, it was only because you were away, and she’d just got the news 
that Sesan had sickle-cell disease. I felt she needed someone to talk to, 
that was all. Did I want her? To be honest before you and your Creator, 
yes. But, I didn’t tell her all that to betray you. I thought she already 
knew. Brother mi, that is all I can say. 

Ajoke is remarrying. She is marrying a major-general. His name is 
Garuba and he has three wives already. Isn’t she stupid, this my ex-wife, 
marrying a military man just when they are going out of power? She 


says the children will be coming over here for the holidays. I believe the 


general will be footing their bills. 
WRITE ME. I will be expecting your letter. 
With all due respect, 
Dotun 


P.S. When you write, tell me about the presidential elections. There is no 
way for me to know what is really going on in Nigeria. I want to know 


what is going on. 


I felt no anger as I fed the second letter to the shredder. The shame I felt 
left no room for any other thing, not even hope. I was not angry with my 
brother any more; already I was realising that all the rage had been an 
affectation. Something I’d reached for to use as a defence against shame. 


Anger 1s easier than shame. 


Rotimi saved me from my despair, helped me find my way back to hope. I 
returned from work one night, in the early hours of the next day actually — it 
was almost 2 a.m. when I walked into my room and found Rotimi asleep in 
her cot. At first I thought Yejide had moved back into our room, so I 
knocked on the bathroom door, opening it slowly when there was no 
answer, but she was not in there. 

I went into the corridor, opened the door to Yejide’s new room about 
halfway, felt some relief when I saw she was there, asleep in bed. I returned 
to my room, wondering what message Yejide was trying to pass by pushing 
Rotim1’s cot back into what had once been our room. I didn’t have enough 
energy left to think about it all. I stripped down to my boxers, climbed into 
bed and fell asleep. 

Rotimi woke me up at 5 a.m. I stayed in bed, not surprised by the 
wailing, expecting it to stop without my intervention, as it always had 


before then. The cries continued, though sounding angrier and louder until I 


could hardly believe the sounds were coming from someone so small. I got 
up, wondering what I would do with her after I picked her up. My first 
instinct was to take her to Yejide, but I didn’t need to do that. Rotimi 
stopped crying once she was in my arms. 

She was quiet but tense, breathing through her mouth, punching the air, 
blinking rapidly. After she calmed down, shut her mouth and laid her head 
against my chest, I decided to set her back in the cot. But she started yelling 
as soon as she left my arms. I picked her up again and she fell silent. She 
screamed when I tried to lay her on the bed, when I sat down, when I lay on 
my back with her on my chest. Took me a while to figure out what she 
wanted: to be in my arms while I was on my feet. She didn’t go back to 
sleep for another hour. Nestling against me, she didn’t do much, just 
yawned and watched my face. I didn’t let her go after she fell asleep — there 
was something comforting about her weight and the warmth of her breath 
against my chest. It had been a while since I had been that close to another 
human being. I leaned against a wall, just holding her until Yejide came in 
around 7, took her from me without a word and left the room. 

That day, I got home around 9 p.m. It was the first time I had arrived 
home before midnight since I’d received Dotun’s letter. Yeyide was in my 
room with Rotimi. She stood up when I walked in and handed Rotimi over 
to me. 

‘If she cries before eleven, give her some water.’ She pointed to a 
bedside table where she’d placed two vacuum flasks and several feeding 
bottles. ‘Or some pap, she likes that with milk. There are nappies in the bag 
on the floor.’ 

I dropped my briefcase so I could hold Rotimi with both hands, 
surprised that her mother was speaking to me. 


‘Don’t come and disturb me. I want to sleep. P’ll come for her in the 


morning,’ Yejide said as she left the room. 

And so, from that day on, I looked forward to coming home. Yejide 
didn’t bother to explain the increasing number of baby items she was 
leaving behind in my room, just handed Rotimi over to me as soon as I 
walked through the door. 

Every morning, Rotimi woke me up at 5. Her wails were as punctual as 
an alarm clock. I would lean against a wall and hold her for about an hour. I 
watched her face daily, looked into her eyes and felt something like faith, 
knowing even then that this one would live, she would stay. She was not a 
playful child; there was already something serious in the way she held her 
chin. She seldom babbled. Initially, our morning hours were quiet as long as 
I didn’t try to sit down or let her go. And then one morning she looked up at 


me, one fist beneath her chin as though she was pondering what she was 


about to say, a 


child who knew nothing about the workings of the world. But still, she 


claimed me as her father. I felt compelled to give something of myself back 
to her, to forge some connection that would last as long as we both lived. I 
started to whisper stories to her, told her the stories Moomi used to tell 


Dotun, Arinola and me. 


In the time of Forever, when most animals walked upright and humans 
still had their eyes on their knees, Ijapa the tortoise had a wife called 
Tyannibo. 

They loved each other and lived happily together. They only had each 
other — they did not have a child, not even one solitary child. They begged 
Eledumare for a child for many years, but none came. Iyannibo cried every 
day. Every day people ridiculed her everywhere she went, pointing their 
fingers and laughing behind her back in the market. 

Tyannibo wanted a child more than anything else, more than life itself. 
So one day Ijapa got tired of seeing his wife cry, and he went to a far-away 
land where there was a powerful Babalawo. He had to cross seven 
mountains and seven rivers to get to this far-away land. It was a long road, 
but Ijapa did not mind. This Babalawo was the most powerful one in the 
world at that time. Ijapa was sure that if there was a solution under heaven, 
he would find it with the Babalawo. 

When Ijapa got to the Babalawo, he begged the Babalawo for help. The 
Babalawo prepared a meal. He put it in a calabash and asked Ijapa to take it 
back to his wife. The Babalawo assured Ijapa that once the wife ate the 
meal she would get pregnant. He warned Ijapa not to taste the meal at all or 
open the calabash before he got home. Ijapa thanked the Babalawo and left 
with the meal. 

On his way home, ljapa had to cross the seven mountains and seven 
rivers again. The meal smelled so delicious, the sun was hot and he was 
tired. After the third mountain, he stopped beside the third river to rest and 
drink some water. There was nothing for him to eat, no fruit-bearing trees 
around, not even grass. Ijapa was starving. 

Ijapa decided to take a look at the meal, just one look. He was not going 


to eat the food at all; he would just look at it. He opened the calabash and 


saw that it was asaro. And it was rich asaro; as well as the mashed yam and 
palm oil, there was fish, meat, vegetables and crayfish. 

Ijapa was tempted. His stomach grumbled very loudly. But he thought 
of his wife’s empty arms and closed the calabash. He continued his journey. 
The sun became hotter, he became hungrier and even more tired. So he 
stopped after the fifth mountain just beside the fifth river to rest. 

Ijapa thought to himself: I will just touch the meal with a finger and feel 
how the palm oil rubs against it. I can tell if the Babalawo used good 
quality palm oil that way. I don’t want Iyannibo to eat anything that will 
upset her stomach. 

Ijapa touched the asaro with just one finger. Just to tell the quality of 
the palm oil. He rubbed the oil between his hands. It felt right. It feels right, 
he said to himself, but it might still not taste right. So he took a tiny bit 
more and tasted it. Immediately, his stomach began to rumble like thunder 
and he wolfed down the meal in a few minutes. He could not resist or stop 
himself once that small taste passed the gate of his lips. He smacked his lips 
after the meal and washed his hands off at the stream. 

Ijapa fell into a deep sleep immediately. 

When he woke up, three days had passed, but he did not know this. He 
felt as though he had been sleeping for just an hour. He decided that he 
would head back to the Babalawo’s house. I will just tell him the asaro fell 
and poured away, Ijapa said to himself. I am sure he will make another one 
for me, he is a kind man. 

Ijapa tried to get up and realised it was a struggle. He looked down and, 
behold, his stomach was big. In fact, it was as big as that of a woman who 
had been pregnant for nine months. 

As fast as he could, he ran back over the five mountains and four rivers 


that he had crossed. When he got to the Babalawo’s house he sang: 


Babalawo mo wa bebe 
Alugbirin 
Babalawo mo wa bebe 
Alugbirin 
Oni n mama f’owo b’enu 
Alugbirin 
Oni n mama f’ese b’enu 
Alugbirin 
Ogun to se fun mi l’ekan 
Alugbirin 
Mo f’owo b’obe mo fi b’enu 
Alugbirin 
Mo wa b’oju w’okun 
O ri tandi 
Alugbirin 


Babalawo, I’ve come to beg you 

Babalawo, I’ve come to beg you 
You told me not to put my hand in my mouth 
You told me not to put my feet in my mouth 
The medicine you made for me the other time 

I touched it and put my hand in my mouth 
Then I looked at my belly 
And it was big 
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ALTHOUGH LIGHTNING DID STRIKE THE same spot twice, I didn’t think it 
would leave destruction in its wake the second time around. I took Rotimi 
in for her genotype test shortly after her first birthday, then had my worst 
fears confirmed when I picked up the results on my way back from work a 
couple of days later. But I was calm by the time I got home, was sure my 
daughter would survive in spite of the red-lettered SS verdict on the result 
sheet. Still can’t explain where the assurance came from, but it was there, 
firm as the ground I walked on. Yejide covered her eyes with her hands 
when I told her the results — other than that she showed no reaction to the 
news. And when Rotimi had her first sickle-cell crisis, she refused to stay 
with her in the hospital. 

‘Me? I should spend the night with her? Akin, I’m exhausted, totally 
exhausted,’ Yejide said, just before leaving the ward after Rotimi was 


admitted. ‘I need to rest.’ 


After about two hours, I was allowed to sit with Rotimi. She looked so 
small, out of place in the hospital bed. She was hooked up to an IV drip. I 


wondered if it was enough, if the doctors knew what they were doing, using 


a single drip to battle something that had already snatched a son from us. I 
sat in a chair beside her bed, keeping my hands on the edge of the mattress, 
afraid to touch her. 

‘Mama?’ she said after a while, lifting her free hand. ‘Mama mi?’ 

I cleared my throat and stared at the bedpost. ‘Your mother is tired, she 


is sleeping.’ 


Later that evening, a doctor trailed by students carrying notepads came 
in to check on Rotimi. I’d wanted to be a doctor once when I was a little 
child, before my right hand was long enough to touch my left ear, before I 
was old enough to start school. It was at a time when I didn’t even know 
there were other professions, when I thought it was the only thing that 
people who went to school could become. 

After the others had moved on to another patient, one of the students 
spoke to me in a hushed tone. ‘I’m carrying out a research, sir. It’s about 
sickle-cell disease. It will help pre-marital counselling. I would be glad if 
you could fill —’ 

I nodded like an agama gone mad, snatched the questionnaire he was 
holding out to me, eager to get him out of my face. I wondered how many 
questionnaires Yejide had filled out during the days she’d spent in the 


hospital with Sesan. The questions were tightly packed on a single page as 


though the student was trying to save money on photocopying; just trying to 
read the words gave me a headache. 

‘Baba mi.’ 

“Yes, dear. What?’ I welcomed the distraction and put aside the 
questionnaire. 

‘Mama mi?’ she asked, her voice barely audible. She breathed heavily 
as though saying that one word had sapped all her strength. 

I held her hand, looked into her eyes this time. ‘Your mummy is 
coming, soon, very soon, but while we wait, let me tell you a story. It’s 
about Ijapa the tortoise and his wife Iyannibo.’ 

I repeated the beginning of the story, about the barren couple and the 
futile attempts to get pregnant. I described Ijapa’s visit to the Babalawo, the 
pot of stew he couldn’t resist, his shameful return to the Babalawo after he 
had ruined his only solution with his own hands. Rotimi was still awake 
when I finished the song, so I continued the tale. 

When Ijapa got back to the Babalawo, he begged and begged. He rolled 
and rolled on the floor, begging for forgiveness, pleading for another 
chance. 

‘No, I cannot help you,’ said the Babalawo. 

‘Help me, not for my sake. Think of Iyannibo, my wife. Help me, no, 
help my poor wife, help her.’ 

The Babalawo thought of poor Iyannibo. And though Ijapa had done 
something horrible, had disobeyed instructions, for the sake of poor 
Tyannibo, the Babalawo had mercy on him. He gave Ijapa a potion to drink. 
Soon after Ijapa drank it, his stomach was flat again. 

The story Moomi told me doesn’t stop there. Apparently the tortoise and 
his wife couldn’t just stay as Mr and Mrs Tortoise, that wouldn’t be enough. 


It goes on to tell how the tortoise’s wife has a baby so that everyone can 


live happily forever and ever. I didn’t bother to tell my daughter that part. It 
was the lie I'd believed in the beginning. Yejide would have a child and we 
would be happy forever. The cost didn’t matter. It didn’t matter how many 
rivers we had to cross. At the end of it all was this stretch of happiness that 
was supposed to begin only after we had children and not a minute before. 

Rotimi spent a week in the hospital that first time. I could only take two 
days off work to sit with her, but I spent the nights in the hospital, sleeping 
on a wooden chair in front of the ward, dreaming again for the first time in 
years about Funmi. 

Funmi had been on my mind since Rotimi had been diagnosed. It was 
impossible not to wonder if Olamide and Sesan had died as a form of 
retribution. Whether, on some universal scale of justice, by some skewed 
process of karma or esan, the children had paid the price for my sin. 
Whenever I woke up from nightmares about Funmi, I couldn’t help but 
wonder if the dreams were an omen about Rotimi’s fate, if three children 
equalled an adult on the universe’s scales of justice. 

The thoughts never lasted beyond the dark hours before dawn. As the 
sun rose and I went in to check on my daughter, I was able to dispel them. 
This child was going to survive every crisis, be the exception to every rule — 
live — I was sure of it. If there was indeed a universal hand doling out 
justice, 1t would take me instead of the innocent children. 

Besides, I’d never intended to kill Funmi. 

On the night Funmi died, the night of Olamide’s naming ceremony, all 
I’d wanted was to make it to my bedroom without tripping on the stairs. 
Thanks to the bottles of beer I’d downed, the steps swam before my eyes. I 
held on to the banister as I climbed. Funmi was right behind me, slurring 
her words. 


‘So how did Yeyide get pregnant?’ 


I didn’t have to think before I answered, ‘The way people get pregnant.’ 

Funmi laughed. ‘Do you think I’m a fool? Your lies and the fake 
nonsense you’ve been doing in bed, you think I don’t know? Is it because 
I’ve not decided to expose you?’ 

I kept walking up the stairs. Whether I was too drunk to respond or I 
trusted that my silence would be interpreted in a way that favoured me, I 
can no longer tell for sure. 

I do remember that Funmi grabbed my trouser-leg from behind, but that 
didn’t bother me. 


“Tell me,’ she said. “Tell me how a penis that has never been hard makes 
a woman pregnant? And don’t tell me again that it only happens when you 
are with me. I don’t believe that any more.” 

I’ve never been sure if Funmi whispered those words or shouted them. 
But that night it sounded as though the words were being bellowed, it felt as 
though they were echoing through every room in the house. She’d already 
let go of my trousers when I turned around to cover her mouth with my 


hand. And my palm did touch her face, cover her mouth for a fleeting 


moment before she staggered, fell backwards, and tumbled down the stairs. 


When she finally sent for me, Moomi didn’t ask me to come and see her at 
home. She asked me to come to her stall in the market. It was a well- 
calculated insult. A move meant to remind me that she had never stepped 
into the shop I bought for her after Dotun left the country. 

Moomi had always complained about the market. She hated the ground 
because it was slippery and muddy during the rainy season, hard and dusty 
in the dry season. She despised the market women who dumped their trash 
right into the street, hated the persistent din, the unbearable heat of several 
people pressing into each other, trying to make it through the narrow streets. 


She loathed how every day someone’s hand, handbag or oversized ass 


would knock over her wares. How hurrying feet crushed her tomatoes and 
peppers before she could pick them up and put them back in the tray. But 
above all, she hated the stench — she never stopped noticing it. Her nostrils 
never adapted to the disgusting odour of too many things decaying in a 
single space. 

All her life, even as a young bride whose husband refused to give the 
money for a wooden stall, Moomi had always believed that her place in life 
was worth more than a street-side stall in the market. In her heart, she knew 
her place was with the women who could afford to sell their wares in a 
shop, protected from the wicked heat of the marketplace. That was why I 
got her the biggest shop in the most expensive section of the market. Yet, 
when I visited her in Ayeso and gave her the keys to the shop, she threw 
them back at me. 

When I showed up at her stall, she acted as if she didn’t know me, 
refused to acknowledge my greeting. I sat down on a wooden bench for the 
next half-hour while she attended to customers. 

I knew she was ready to talk to me when she pulled a transparent piece 
of nylon over her trays of tomato and pepper. She sat on the wooden bench, 
as far from me as she could possibly sit without sitting on air. She greeted 
me with the only words she’d deigned to speak to me since she had asked 
me to cut her legs off if she ever entered my house again. ‘Where is my 
son? When is Dotun coming home?’ 

Even though I’d told her Dotun was safe in Australia, doing very well 
too, if his letters were to be believed, she acted as if I’d locked him away in 
a basement, just so I could make her life miserable. I'd learned the hard 
way that there was no good way to answer her questions. All the answers 
I’d tried only fanned the flames of her anger. Ignoring her questions was the 
best thing to do, the easy thing to do. 


“Why didn’t you tell me to meet you at home? What can we talk about 
in the market?’ 

“Why? Akin asks me why. Let me tell you why, I have to come here and 
sell my goods because I don’t want to eat grass and sand. You know that is 
what people eat when they don’t have any money? I thank my God for your 
sister.” She tilted her face to look at the skies. ‘My Maker, I thank you for 
Arinola, she always remembers her poor old mother. If I had given birth to 
just Dotun and this one here, I would have been boiling sand for breakfast 
now.’ 

I sighed. ‘Moom1, is this what you have called me here to discuss?’ 

‘And so? If that is what I want to say, are you going to walk out on me? 
It will not amaze me if you do. My words are meaningless to you now.’ 

‘Moomi, what do you want?’ 

She folded her arms across her chest. “You can perform any magic you 
want, keep tricking me. You’re your father’s son and you too can tell 
enough lies to wake the dead.’ 

“Why do you want to see me?’ 

“Why are you shouting? Is that how you talk to your mother? Like a 
child with no home training?’ 

I took a deep breath. ‘I’m sorry, Ma. Don’t be angry, please.’ 

‘How is your wife?’ 

‘Fine.’ 

‘She didn’t even send her greetings? So it has come to that now? You 
know she has not visited me in over a year? And we live in this same town, 
this same town.’ 

‘She has been busy with her work. She too doesn’t want to eat grass and 
sand.’ 


“You think you are funny, abi? Anyway, Arinola told me that Rotimi has 


been admitted to hospital. How is her body now?’ 

‘She has been discharged.’ 

‘Hmmm, may God watch over her.’ She said the words with no passion, 
as if she were praying for someone she didn’t know or care about. 

I stared at passers-by so I didn’t have to look at her. ‘Amen.’ 

She sniffed, then sighed. I knew I wouldn’t like whatever she was about 
to say. I was familiar with her sniff-and-sigh move, it was an age-old tactic, 
one she made to fortify herself when she was about to make demands that I 
would be reluctant to bend to. 

‘Why are you looking away?’ she said. ‘Look at me, look at my face. 
The reason why I have said you should come to see me, even though you 
might have killed my son for all I know .. .’ she sniffed. ‘Still, if the world 
sees how your life is starting to look like a madman’s property, they will say 
that is Amope’s son whose life is coming apart like an old rag. So I cannot 
keep silent even if you will say my mouth stinks. I will say my piece. Can 
you hear me?’ 


‘I’m listening, Ma.’ 


‘Moomi, what do you want from me now? Please, just finish saying 


what you are saying.’ 
‘There is this girl, you may even know her.’ She shook her head ‘No, 
she is not your mate at all, you can’t know her. She is just out of secondary 


school. She is a good girl, her eyes are not open yet, you know, like these 


girls of nowadays.’ 

‘And?’ I could feel a throbbing in my forehead, like the beginnings of a 
bad headache. 

‘God does what pleases Him — who knows, maybe this girl will be able 
to bear children for you, children who will live. ’'m not saying Yejide is a 
bad person, but you can’t fight destiny. And the way things have played out 
since you married that Yejide woman, I don’t think she is destined to have 
children in this world. She has tried hard-o, even a blind person can see 
how hard she has tried. But only a few people can win in a fight against 
their destiny. I have lived long enough to know that.’ 

“You want me to marry this girl that you have found?’ I turned away 
from her. Across the street, a man was gluing election campaign posters to a 
lamp post. 

“Will you not have children in your life? What will you do if this Rotimi 
dies?’ 

‘Rotimi is going to live.’ I wasn’t trying to convince her. I believed it 
like it was a fact. The sun rose in the east, four plus four equalled eight, my 
Rotimi would live. 

‘See, even if Rotimi lives, just one child? All your life, one single 
child?’ 

“You want me to marry another wife, again?’ The man across the street 
stepped away from the lamp post, examined the green poster, nodded, then 
moved to the next lamp post. The poster he’d put up was green and white, 
and from where I sat, I could make out ‘Hope 93’. 

‘It is not by force. If you don’t want to marry her, we can arrange 
something. Just get her pregnant.’ She slapped the back of one hand into the 
palm of the other hand. ‘Wisdom cannot become so scarce in this world to 


the point where we have to travel to heaven before we find some.’ 


‘Lai lai, Moomi. Never ever.’ 

‘Don’t be so quick to say no. I know you are thinking of what happened 
to Funmi, but...’ 

When she mentioned Funmi’s name, I stopped hearing her words. I 
could only see her mouth move. 

She tapped my shoulder. ‘Akin? Can’t you hear me? Won’t you say 
anything?’ 

I cupped my forehead with one hand, tapped my feet in tune to the 
throbbing rhythm in my head. ‘Moomi, as if you have not destroyed my life 
enough.’ 

Her mouth dropped open. ‘Akinyele, what nonsense are you saying?’ 

‘Don’t involve yourself in this matter any more, ema da soro mi mo, do 
you hear me?’ 

‘Are you sick? What have I said that —?’ 

I stood up. ‘Don’t call me for this kind of discussion again. Never again. 
Lai lai.’ 

‘Me? Abi, you don’t know who you are talking to ni? Akin? Akinyele? 
Abi, you are walking away, Akin? Come back here. Akin, I’m still talking 
to you. Are you not the one I am calling? See this boy. Akinyele!’ 

I didn’t look back. 


on) 


THE FEW TIMES MY FATHER told me about his love for my mother, he would 
end by saying, Yejide, oro ife bi adanwo ni. He used the saying as if it were 
the only part of all he had said that was worth remembering. I got the 
impression that he believed it was the lesson he had learned from my 
mother’s life and her death, the wisdom that he had to pass on to me: 
Yejide, love is like a test. I never understood exactly what the implication of 
the saying was supposed to be. I didn’t bother to ask him because I 
suspected that his explanation would involve his usual descriptions of how 
much my mother had suffered because of me. By the time I was a teenager, 
I was able to tune out his horrifying descriptions of how much she bled, but 
I never got over the way he looked at me when he talked about her death, as 
if he was evaluating me, trying to decide if I was worth what he had lost. 

I would hear the saying many times from other people over the years 
and still never quite know what they meant each time. So love is like a test, 
but in what sense? To what end? Who was carrying out the test? But I think 
I did believe that love had immense power to unearth all that was good in 
us, refine us and reveal to us the better versions of ourselves. And though I 
knew Akin had played me for a fool, for a while I still believed that he 
loved me and that the only thing left for him to do was the right thing, the 
good thing. I thought it was a matter of time before he would look me in the 


eye and apologise. 


So, I waited for him to come to me. 

When Dotun had come into our bedroom just after Sesan was diagnosed 
with sickle-cell disease and told me that he was sorry Akin hadn’t found a 
solution to his impotence, it was obvious that Dotun thought I already knew 
that half of Akin’s trips to Lagos were made because he had to see the 
urologist at LUTH. The truth was that I knew nothing about the urologist, 
the drugs that had been prescribed, or the procedures Akin had undergone. 
But that night, because when life laughs at you, you laugh and pretend you 
are in on the joke, I nodded along with Dotun and tried to act as if I had 
been smart enough to figure things out by myself. But it was obvious before 
he left our room that Dotun too had realised that my marriage had been 
built around a lie. 

In spite of it all, I was convinced that Akin loved me. And because love 
was supposed to be the test that brought out the best in us, I told myself that 
my husband would soon come to me and explain himself. I channelled my 
energy into keeping my son alive, but all the while I was waiting for Akin 
to come to me. 

After he caught me in bed with his brother, I was sure Akin would 
confront me, apologise, share the struggles he’d managed to keep hidden 
from me and beg me to stay with him. It was hard to accept that he intended 
to keep up his deceit for the rest of our lives. Even after I moved out of our 
bedroom and stopped talking to him, I was sure that I knew who he really 
was and I believed that man was still there beneath all the deception and 
pretence. The man I thought I knew was not the kind of person who would 
have let me go to my grave while still deceiving me. 

At some point during the weeks before Rotimi’s first sickle-cell crisis, I 
came to accept that Akin would have spent the rest of our lives lying to me 


if he had found a way to get away with it. As I drove away from the Wesley 


Guild Hospital after Rotimi was admitted there for the first time, I 
wondered how Akin could have asked me to stay with her in the ward. Did 
he not see that I was tired of all those doctors offering bad news, good 
news, grim silences, reassurances, and a hand on the shoulder to deliver 
more good news, bad news? Through Olamide and Sesan to Rotimi, I had 
been dangled from the edge of a precipice and I was now so weary that I 
wanted to be dropped. 

By the time she was discharged and they came home together, I looked 
at Akin differently. I did not see him as someone who had changed, but as a 
man I had never known. I doubted the love I had once been so sure of and 
concluded that he had married me because he thought I was gullible. 

A week before the presidential elections, I decided it was time to 
confront him. He was with Rotimi in the sitting room, watching the two 
candidates debate with each other on television. I saw no reason to wait 
until the end of the debate before starting the conversation; after all, I had 
spent almost three years waiting for him to come to me. On some level, I 
felt I had to strike when he did not expect it and give him no room to 
prevaricate. I sat in an armchair directly opposite him because it was a 
vantage point. I wanted to watch the emotions play out on his face and 
judge his reactions to my ambush. 

‘So, Akin, is it true that you can’t... that you can’t... Are you 
impotent?’ 

I wish I could say he respected me enough to answer my question 
directly when I finally confronted him. He smiled and leaned back in his 
chair until he was staring at the ceiling. He did not say anything for a long 
time. 

I waited, watching as Rotimi climbed into his lap. On the television, the 


moderator was talking about the impact of the IMF’s structural adjustment 


policy on Nigerian society. 

‘When did Dotun tell you?’ Akin finally asked, pulling Rotimi closer to 
himself. 

‘Just before he told me that you asked him to seduce me.’ 

There was no steam in our words as we spoke — no passion, no heat. We 
could have been discussing the rain that had fallen all morning. As Akin 
crossed and uncrossed his legs, I thought about the road we had walked 
until we arrived at the point where we sat opposite each other in our sitting 
room and discussed his impotence for the first time without displaying 


much emotion. 


“You have not answered my question,’ I said. ‘Akin, is it true?’ 

He covered his face with both hands as though he could not bear my 
gaze. I was not moved because I was consumed with a desire to hear him 
confess. 

‘Akinyele, why are you covering your face? Look at me and answer my 
question.’ 

I felt no pity for him as he slid his hands from his face and wrapped 


them around his neck as though he wanted to strangle himself. How could 


!) After all, he had looked me in the eye during the first year of our 


I was amazed by the way he did not even need to tell lies in order to deceive 
me. 

“Yejide, why do you want me to tell you what you already know?’ 

What did I know? I knew that I was once as invested in his lies as he 


was, probably more than he was — I imagine he at least admitted the truth to 


‘I’m sorry,’ he said, patting Rotimi’s head. 

I knew then that he would not answer my question directly, not even if I 
held a machete to his throat. 

‘Did you fool Funmi too?’ I asked. 

He shook his head. ‘She was not like you.’ 

I sighed. “You mean she was not foolish?’ 

‘I only mean she was not a virgin.’ 

I had nothing left to say to him, so I stood up and left the room. And he 


did not even bother to ask me to keep his secret — he already knew I would. 


The pre-election excitement that had gripped the country caught up with me 
in spite of myself. In the days that led up to the elections, I found myself 


humming along to campaign jingles. Iya Bolu had convinced me to register 


to vote. And I felt an unfamiliar sense of power as the elections approached. 

Iya Bolu was at our house by 7 a.m. on the Saturday that we went to the 
polls. She could hardly sit still and kept asking me to hurry up so we would 
arrive at the polling station before 8. Akin had already left for Roundabout 
to vote: he had registered there since it was close to his office. Around 8.30, 
I tied Rotimi to my back and we set out. 

By the time Iya Bolu and I got to the polling station, hundreds of people 
were already there. After we cast our votes, we sat in the shade of a mango 
tree and discussed her niece’s upcoming wedding while we waited for the 
station’s results to be announced. The ceremony was two weeks away, but 
we planned to leave for Bauchi some days before the wedding was to be 
held. Iya Bolu wanted to be on the ground to assist her brother’s family 
with preparations for the event. 

When the station’s results were announced by an electoral official, 
whose spectacles covered half of his face, there was a round of applause 
and a number of people shouted ‘Congratulations, Nigeria’. I was caught up 
in the momentary euphoria and shook hands with strangers as though we 


had survived a long and arduous journey together. 


The day I left for Bauchi, I dressed Rotimi up in a sleeveless purple dress 
while Akin fiddled with the car downstairs. He was on annual leave and had 
decided to go to Lagos for a couple of days. I did not ask him why he 
wanted to be in Lagos — I did not want to know. Rotimi’s dress was 
something Akin had bought because he thought I would be throwing her a 
party on her birthday. Of course there was no party, but Rotimi liked the 
dress and every time she wore it she would slide her palms over the lacy 
bodice and smile. 

It took longer than usual to dress her up that morning; she was cranky 


because I woke her up early so we could leave the house before 6 a.m. After 


I convinced her to put on her shoes, I sat her on the dressing table and 
applied compact powder to my face. When I was done, I applied a light 
coating of talcum powder to her forehead, and she held her face perfectly 
still as I rubbed it over her skin. Then I sat on a stool and coated my lips 
with pink lipstick. While I peered into the mirror to make sure I did not 
have lipstick stains on my teeth, Rotimi leaned forward and pressed a 
thumb against my upper lip. I watched as she took her hand towards her 
mouth, expecting her to suck on the thumb, but instead she traced her lower 
lip, imitating the way I’d worked the lipstick. 

“You are a clever one, aren’t you?’ I said. 

She touched my mouth to get more lipstick, her finger soft against my 
lower lip, its pressure feather-light. When she was done smearing her thumb 
against her lips, I placed her on my knee so she could look in the mirror, but 
she barely glanced at it. She twisted until she was facing me, then she tilted 
her head this way and that beneath my gaze, as though I was the only mirror 
that mattered to her. 

“You are the fairest of them all,’ I said to the one child whom I had 
never told stories. My stories and songs felt useless in the face of the 
disease she was battling, so I never bothered with them. I did not want to 


tell her tales, I wanted to heal her, save her. And as she pressed her lips 


together the way I’d done moments before, I wanted to clutch her to myself 


urge to lay my head on the dressing table and weep. I took a deep breath 
and arranged the gold necklace around my daughter’s neck. 

I held Rotimi on my knees as we drove to the estate where we used to 
live to pick up Iya Bolu. She was waiting on the porch with her travelling 
bag. 

‘Can you see your former house?’ she said as she settled in the car. “The 
new family that moved in has destroyed it. Can you see the way the paint is 
coming off? They haven’t even bothered to repaint it. And the man, he is a 
randy dog, I tell you.’ 

Akin drove to Omi Asoro to pick up Linda, his secretary. She was also 
travelling to Lagos that morning and Akin had offered to give her a ride. 
When we arrived at Linda’s house, she poked her head through a window 
and said she would be out within five minutes. While we waited, Akin 
fiddled with the car’s radio, trying to get a station where the news was on. It 
was nine days after the elections and no winner had been announced yet. 

“You are looking for updates on this election matter?’ Iya Bolu said to 
Akin. ‘Like play, like play, it’s almost two weeks now. It’s another Monday 
already. How can the court give an order to stop the release of the results? 
Why?’ 

‘Don’t mind them. The court has no business with this issue and that 
judge knew that, only the presidential election tribunal has the jurisdiction.’ 

‘Abi, these soldiers don’t want to leave power, ni?’ 

‘But I know the military will still hand over,’ Akin said. ‘So much 
money has been spent on this transition. Are we going to throw it all down 
the drain?’ 

‘God should just have mercy on us,’ Iya Bolu sighed. ‘Abi, our children 
are going to grow up under military government?’ 


I sneezed when Linda got into the car. It was as if she had emptied two 


bottles of whatever perfume she was wearing that morning. Akin switched 
off the air-conditioning and wound down his window. 

I handed Rotimi over to Linda when we arrived at the motor park. 

‘Are you not bringing Rotimi with you?’ Iya Bolu said, slamming the 
car door shut and readjusting her wrapper. 

I shook my head and waited while Akin opened the boot. He pulled out 
my travelling bag and led the way to the wooden shed where buses were 
parked. There were seven passengers waiting in the bus that was heading 
for Bauchi. 

Akin gave my bag to the bus driver and then walked around the bus. He 
examined the tyres and peered at the steering wheel, pedals and gearshift. It 
was something he always did whenever he dropped me off at motor parks. I 
had found it amusing when we were dating, but that morning I wondered 
what his real motives were. I now viewed his simplest actions with 
suspicion, wondering if some grand deception was motivating them. 

‘Linda and I will be on our way now,’ he said as I climbed into the bus. 

‘Have a safe trip,’ I said, shifting so Iya Bolu could settle in beside me. 
Akin and I were civil when we were in public together; sometimes we even 
made an effort to appear friendly. 

‘T will call you later tonight,’ he said. ‘Iya Bolu, you said it’s OK to call 
your brother’s house after seven p.m.?’ 

“Yes, there is no problem. Just tell their maid who you want to speak to.’ 


‘All right then, have a safe journey.’ 
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“WILL MADAM BE JOINING YOU later, sir?’ The receptionist’s eyes judged me 
incapable of taking care of Rotimi without a woman’s assistance. 

‘Can you get room service to send a bottle of wine to our room?’ I said. 
I’d spent hours in traffic after I got into Lagos around noon, and managed to 
arrive in time for the appointment with my urologist at LUTH — only to be 
informed that he’d been taken ill and wouldn’t be back at work until 
Thursday. I was in no mood to humour the receptionist with a response. 

He nodded and picked up the phone. 

I changed Rotimi’s nappy after we got into our room. As I soaked the 
soiled one in the bathroom sink, I made a mental note to ask Yejide if it was 
time to potty-train her. 

I didn’t go down to the restaurant for dinner, but had some rice brought 
to the room instead. Rotimi didn’t want to be fed. She kept trying to wrestle 
the spoon from my hands. Before I surrendered it to her, she’d thrown a 
piece of meat on the floor in anger. I switched on the television after room 
service cleaned up the mess Rotimi had made, paced the floor and argued 
with the television about what the hell was going on in the country. On the 
bed Rotimi laughed, clapping as though I was putting on a show for her. 
After an hour of flipping through channels, hoping for some update from 
the military government about the elections, I switched off the set, feeling 


agitated. 


Before Dotun lost his job, any time I was in Lagos, I stayed at his place 
in Surulere. As I watched Rotimi pull off her doll’s arm in the hotel room, I 
wished I was back there with him, disagreeing over the current state of the 
nation. I knew he’d have justified the military’s government’s refusal to 
release the election results; he was the kind of idiot who announced to 
anyone who cared to listen that the military was the best thing that had 
happened to the country. I missed him. 


As I thought about my brother, I considered calling up his wife, Ajoke, 
to ask if I could visit their children while I was in town. I didn’t intend to 
ever respond to Dotun’s letter, but as Rotimi pulled my nose and laughed 
each time I yelped, I could no longer deny that I owed him something in 
spite of his affair with Yeyide. 

I called Bauchi instead, spoke with the housemaid who told me Iya Bolu 


and my wife had already gone to sleep. 


On Tuesday morning, I bought a newspaper, searched its pages for news 


about when the election results would be released. The pages were filled 
with wild speculation, several theories and angry op-eds, but little 
information. There was no statement from the federal military government. 
It was becoming evident that the bogus court injunction that stayed further 
release of electoral results was serving their purpose in some way. High 
courts in Ibadan and Lagos had already issued counter-judgments and 
ordered the national electoral commission to release the rest of the results. I 
didn’t believe the bizarre drama that was playing out indicated that the 
military intended to hold on to power indefinitely. For some reason, I 
thought they were simply trying to push back the handover date by a few 
months and were delaying the result to achieve that. 

I remember thinking, as I folded up the newspaper, that the situation 
would be resolved within a few weeks at the most. I assumed the military 
knew that it had become unpopular and would head back to the barracks 
before the year ran out. If someone had told me that morning that Nigeria 
would spend six more years under military dictatorship, I would have 
laughed. 

After breakfast, I placed another call to Bauchi and spoke with Iya 
Bolu. She raised her voice when she told me Yejide was in the bathroom at 
the moment, giving me the impression that my wife was right there, but just 
didn’t want to speak to me. I wanted to talk to her. I’d assumed that because 
she was away she would want to talk, if only to hear how Rotimi was doing. 
I was planning to slip in a line about what I was doing in Lagos. I thought I 
was ready to discuss my condition with her, felt it would help that I 
wouldn’t have to look at her, figured she couldn’t walk out on me. The 
worst she could do was drop the phone. As I told Iya Bolu that I would call 
back before the end of the day, I felt I was ready to tell Yejide anything, 


even about my desperate visit to a traditional herbalist. 


When I called Bauchi in the afternoon, the maid said Iya Bolu and 
Yejide had gone out. Even when Iya Bolu told me in the evening that Yeyide 
was once again in the bathroom, I told myself that the fact that she stayed 
with me after confronting me meant something. Although she still wasn’t 
speaking to me and often walked out of the room if I tried to talk to her, I 
was grateful that she had remained in the house. My secret was out and we 
were still under the same roof. That had to count for something. I planned 
to sit her down when we were back in Ilesa, ask her if we could begin again 


on fresh terms. 


On Wednesday I woke up to the rumour that the presidential elections had 
been annulled. I don’t think I’d heard the word ‘annul’ used except in 
reference to marriage before that day. I’d definitely never heard a hotel 


waiter use it before then. By evening, the rumour had become news and a 


small crowd had gathered in the street, protesting without placards, burning 
tyres. A man stood in the middle of the road, holding his hands aloft like 
wings while other men set up barricades with large tree branches, scraps of 
metal, nails and broken bottles. 

I turned away from the window to face my daughter. ‘This is 
impossible,’ I said, ‘impossible. These soldiers must be joking. Who do 
they think they are?’ 

She mimicked the word ‘impossible’, then threw her rattle in the air. 

That night, I insisted on waiting on the phone until Yejide got out of the 
bathroom she seemed to be living in since she’d got to Bauchi. 

‘So?’ she said when she came on the line. 

‘Are you all right? People are really reacting to this annulment news 
here. Are things peaceful at your end?’ 

"Yese 

‘I just wanted to make sure you are fine. People were blocking the 
streets in Ikeja today, looks like they’Il be back tomorrow. I don’t think Pll 
be able to get out and see my urologist tomorrow.’ 

I tapped the phone’s rotary dial, hoping she’d noticed that I’d mentioned 
what I was doing in Lagos, wishing she’d acknowledge the last sentence 
with something — a sigh, a question, a hiss. I would have been grateful for 
any reaction. 

‘Are you there?’ I asked after a while. 

‘Anything else?’ she said. 

‘Well, Rotimi is doing fine — she just fell asleep.’ 

‘Goodnight.’ 

The next morning, I woke up just before 8 and was surprised to find that 
Rotimi was still sound asleep. Since we’d arrived in Lagos, she’d taken to 


waking me up by kissing my chin while she drummed on my cheeks. 


Outside, a crowd was gathering — chanting, waving placards. Before noon, 
there were thousands of people on the street; the air was thick with fumes as 
several tyres were set ablaze. There was no point trying to get to the 
hospital. 

Rotimi didn’t eat any of the beans I ordered for lunch, so I ordered some 
rice. She didn’t eat any of that either. When she climbed off my knee and 
lay on the floor, I knelt beside her, promising ice cream if she ate some 
food. But she didn’t try to sit up, smile or try to negotiate. She closed her 
eyes, then covered them with her left arm. I placed a palm against her 
forehead: it felt warm, like the beginnings of a fever. I lifted her off the 
floor, placed her on the bed. I had packed paracetamol syrup for the trip, 
along with other drugs, but because she shivered when I let her go, I 
decided it might be best to get her to a hospital straight away. 

I went to a window and looked out into the street, wondering if the 
crowd would let me drive through if I just explained my daughter’s health 
condition. That was when I saw the soldiers. I was still at the window when 
the first gunshot was fired into the crowd. I fell on my face, crawled to the 
bed and pulled my daughter to the floor. Her eyes were shut and she was 
screaming. At first I thought it was the sound of the gunshots that was 
startling her, but when I touched her forehead it felt as though there was a 


furnace right under her skin. 
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AS WE GOT READY TO SLEEP on our first night in Bauchi, Iya Bolu gave me a 
little lecture about how I needed to sit up and take care of Rotimi. She was 
in front of the dressing mirror, rubbing lotion into her neck and peering at a 
pimple that sat on her nose. 

‘I have to tell you the truth, Iya Rotimi. This thing you are doing is not 
right. What did that child do to you? I’ve never seen you play with her, not 
once. Think of her Creator before you treat her like that now. See the way 
you carried her on your knees, far far from your body. It 1s not good-o. Is it 
because of this sickler thing? Ah, we can’t always tell how tomorrow will 
be by looking at today. Your own job as her mother is to take care of her. 
Leave it to God to decide if she will live or die. Don’t kill her in your mind 
yet. Don’t do that.’ 

‘Before you call the snail a weakling, tie your house to your back and 
carry it around for a week,’ I said. I found it strange that Iya Bolu, who had 
never watched any of her children stop breathing, thought she could tell me 
how to live my life. ‘Besides, when your daughters were her age, did you 
not leave them alone to crawl all over the passageway?’ 

She frowned and rubbed night lotion into her face. “You think you can 
shut me up by insulting me. All I know is that you need to stop punishing 
Rotimi for the death of . . . the others.’ 


‘Their names are Olamide and Sesan. And I’m not insulting you. Abi, 


you did not leave them in the passageway?’ 

Iya Bolu rose up and went to sit on her bed. ‘At least I fed them when 
they were hungry and held them when they cried. Iya Rotimi, I’m not trying 
to poke your wound with a stick. I’m just saying, she cannot have any other 
mother and, for now, she is the only child you have.’ 

I was not punishing Rotimi for anything. I simply did not believe that 
she would live long enough to remember anything I did or did not do. I 
believed it was a matter of time before she went the way of my other 


children and I was readying myself, adjusting myself to being without a 


child. Whenever I thought about it, all I hoped was that she would not suffer 


‘This one that you asked the maid to lie to your husband that we were 
already asleep, are you fighting with him?’ 

‘Even the tongue and the teeth cannot cohabit without fighting.’ 

‘Iya Rotimi, all these proverbs. Goodnight o jare.’ She turned her back 


to me and pulled the covers over her head. 


On Thursday, I was alone with the maid in the house. Iya Bolu’s brother 
and his wife had left for work and Iya Bolu had gone to the market to do 
some shopping for her children. The bride-to-be, a lecturer at the University 
of Jos, was expected to arrive that evening. I was reading an old newspaper 
when the maid came to the room and told me that I had a call from Lagos. 

‘I’ve told you to tell him I’m busy.’ 

‘He said he must speak to you, madam. He said your baby is sick.’ 

I put down the newspaper and went into the sitting room. 


“Yejide,’” Akin said after I picked up the phone. ‘Rotimi lost 


consciousness.’ 

I fell back into a chair. Before that day, I thought I was prepared, distant 
enough in emotion and location to take the news that Rotimi was dead or 
dying. But what do we know about ourselves? Do we ever really know 
what we will do in any situation until the situation presents itself? Since the 
day she was born, I had been getting myself ready for the worst but a 
lifetime was not enough to prepare me for the dizziness that hit me. 

“You have to get her to the hospital,’ I said. 

‘They are shooting in the streets, Yeyide. The soldiers are here. They are 
shooting, shooting people. She just stopped screaming all of a sudden. Then 
I... then I tried to wake her up, but she has not responded. But she is still 
breathing, she 1s still breathing.’ 

“You have to get her to a hospital.’ 

‘Is there anything you know that I can do? Is there anything I can do 
now? Yejide? Yejide? Are you there? What am I supposed to do now?’ 

“You have to get her to a hospital.’ 

‘Say something else. I’m sure they’ve killed people already; we could 
get shot. Is there anything I can do? Yejide? Do you know anything? Did 
they teach you any emergency procedure for Sesan? Yeyjide?’ 

I could see what was left of Rotimi’s life unfolding before me. 

‘I am not coming back to you.’ 

“What are you saying?’ 

‘I am not coming back to Ilesa. I am not coming back to you.’ 

‘What are you saying? Look, I need to go. I will call you tonight to let 
you know if...if... to let you know.’ 

I sat in the strange sitting room, holding the receiver to my ear long 
after the line had gone dead. A good mother would wait for the inevitable 


phone call, go back to Ilesa and receive visitors, accept condolence 


messages as chief mourner, play her role as Rotimi’s mother even though 
she was gone. After I had done all that, only after that could I leave my 
husband. But I was tired and there was nothing left in Ilesa for me. The 
salon was there, but it was not enough to take me back into the same city 
where Akin lived. I could not bear the thought of driving past Wesley Guild 
Hospital one more time or seeing children dressed in the same school 
uniform Sesan had worn when he was alive. So I did what I really wanted 
to do. 

I drank two glasses of water and then went into the room I was sharing 
with Iya Bolu. I took only my handbag. All the things I needed were in it: 
my cheque book, a pen, a notebook, all the cash I had taken to Bauchi, and 
my only photo of my mother. I left a note on Iya Bolu’s bed. I was sure her 
sister-in-law would read it and explain to her that I was not coming back. 

I went into the street and flagged down a taxi that was going to the 
motor park. Tears clouded my vision as I got into the car and I almost 
stumbled. I admitted to myself then that I had failed and Rotimi too had 
taken a part of me. As I got out of the taxi and wiped my tears away so that 
I could see the signs indicating where each bus was heading, I knew that I 


would never forget Rotimi, I would never be able to erase her the way I 


wished I could. 


Part IV 
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ILESA, DECEMBER 2008 


I AM HERE. My HANDS TREMBLE as I adjust my wrapper and my heart thumps 
against my throat, but I’m here, and I’m not leaving until I see you. 

The guests have turned up in their hundreds and the canopies are the 
very expensive types with air conditioning — your father has died well. This 
secondary school field has been transformed.There are banners bearing 
your father’s photo, policemen to send miscreants away and strung-up 
lights to keep the party going into the night. Any man whose children can 
pull off this kind of carnival to honour him when he is gone has died a 
successful death. But I am not here because of his death; I have come 
because of the child I left behind, the one whose passing I did not want to 
watch. 

I wanted to come back many times, just to ask you about her final 
moments. I could no longer afford the luxury of hope, so I shut out the idea 
that somehow she might have made it. And any time I considered coming 
back to you, it was so that I could ask if she did not suffer too much pain. 

More than once, I packed a weekend bag and told my driver to get ready 


for a trip to Ilesa. But on the days I was supposed to leave Jos, I was always 


frozen in place, unable to get out of bed, certain that any movement would 
shatter me into a million tiny pieces. I spent those days in bed, weeping 
without sobbing, letting tears trickle down the sides of my face until they 
tickled my ear, because I did not have the energy to lift my hands to catch 
them. After a decade, I stopped planning those trips and for five years I did 
not pack a weekend bag or tell my driver to prepare for a trip down south. 

I am ready now, ready to hear about her last moments and to know 
where she was buried. There is no point denying that the worst has 
happened to me more than once, and not seeing their graves does not 
change the fact that I have outlived the ones who should have stood on 
freshly dug earth and thrown the first handfuls of sand on my coffin. Akin, I 
no longer care about honouring tradition: I must see my daughter’s grave. 

Under the canopies, everything is yellow and green. Green tablecloths, 
yellow satin covers with green bows for the chairs. I sit down on the first 
seat I can find under a canopy that has your name on it; there are over a 
thousand guests here. You must have spent a lot of money, but it is not 
showing as well as it should. Everyone at this table is complaining, no one 
has been served anything. Not even a bottle of water. 

‘But the canopy is very fine and they’ve decorated the chairs so well.’ I 
still jump to your defence, as though this is my family, as though I am not a 
prodigal here. 

The man next to me scoffs. “We are supposed to eat the tablecloths? I 
have food in my house. If they knew they didn’t have the money to feed us, 
why invite so many people? Must they throw a big party? Is it by force?’ 

‘I’m sure the servers will get to us soon.’ I stand up and go to another 
table. After I sit, I am restless; I drum my fingers against my knee and 
search the crowd for a head that looks like yours. Your cap will be off by 


now; caps make your head sweat. I am looking out for a bare head. 


‘Testing, testing, microphone. One, two, one, two. Testing, testing, one, 
two, one, two,’ someone says over the public address system. 

I see you now; you are standing a table away. My eyes make contact 
with your lips; the lower one is still pink. You do not see me; your eyes scan 
the crowd and you greet your guests absentmindedly. You are looking for 
somebody. You pass by my table. I push my nails into my palms so I won’t 
reach out to touch you. I no longer feel as brave as I did when I decided to 
come, and I want to cling to the small comforts of ignorance. Maybe I am 
not ready to know how my daughter died after all. Maybe I do not need to 
know. 

‘Baba Rotimi, the banker, see how he is walking, money is walking,’ a 
woman at my table says, slapping a palm on her thigh. Her gaze follows 
you. 

I’m startled that they still call you by Rotimi’s name and I hope no one 
uses it to your face. Only the cruel would remind you of our loss this way. 

‘Is his brother here? The only two sons of their mother, I hear they don’t 
even greet each other?’ the other woman at the table asks. 

‘Of course he is here too. Is it not also his father who has died? Is it not? 
They will have to settle their quarrel for their dead father’s sake at least,’ 
the first woman says. 

“You know they say it was his wife that caused problems between the 
two of them? Imagine some wicked women, they don’t want their 


husband’s people around them at all — wicked women.’ 


my mouth slides open. I have thought of this meeting happening in so many 
ways, but I never imagined that your arm would be around her shoulders, 
never let myself think she would be smiling up at you. 

How could you not have let me know? 

My eyes meet hers first; she stares at me the way people stare at 
intruders, as though I am someone she has never seen before. There are so 
many words bubbling up in my chest, they take all the space for my air and 
I can hardly breathe. You turn sideways and our eyes meet. I look from your 
face to hers and feel as though I might faint. This is a battle I thought I had 
lost and suddenly it appears I have won — not just the battle, but the war. 

She has my mother’s eyes, her long neck and the thin slash of her lips. I 
want to touch her, but I am afraid she might recoil or even disappear. As I 
take a deep breath, she reaches up to touch the crucifix that dangles from 
her gold necklace. 


I step closer. ‘Is this my daughter? Akinyele, is this my daughter? 
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YEJIDE, EVERY DAY SINCE I sent you an invitation to this funeral, I have 
worried about how this moment would play out. Timi has told me several 
times that it will all be all right. But what does she know? Only enough to 
think there is still a chance that the three of us will become a happy family. 
I should know better — do know better — but with you, I can never let go of 
hope. 

‘Who is this?’ You keep saying, pointing to Timi but looking at me. ‘Is 
this Rotimi? Akin, who is this?’ 

She prefers to be called Timi, says she is her own person, not a 
monument to siblings she never knew. I agree. She plans to change her 
name officially, but wants to discuss it with you first. She has always 
believed that we would find you, yet has backed out of every plan we’ve 
made to get in touch since we got your address. We booked flights that we 
never boarded. I wrote letters that she tore up. She wrote letters and tore 
them up. 

What if Mum doesnt want me? she’d ask as we left the airport, as she 
threw shreds of carefully crafted letters in the bin. I’d tell her that you loved 
her, would never have left if you knew she was alive, that you would want 
her now. Just once, she said: Even in spite of my sickle-cell issues? See, I’ve 
got this friend at Uni and his father left their family because of his SCD, he 
couldn t bear it. You can tell me if that’s why Mum left. I can take it. That 


one time, I assured her that you’d never let her out of your sight when you 
were with us, told her the day you left for Bauchi was the first time you’d 
left the house without her in your arms. It’s only fair to tell her good things 
about you. 

She was the one who decided that we should send you an invitation 
after my father died. She picked the courier company; | sent the invitation. 
Since then we’ve waited and worried, and now here you are, just within our 
reach. 

Now she touches my arm, leans close and whispers, ‘It’s her, isn’t it?’ 

You are staring at her, looking as though you are about to collapse. 
Some party guests are giving us sidelong glances, craning their necks in our 
direction. 

I hold Timi’s hand. ‘Yejide, please come with us.’ 

I’m not sure whose hand is sweating, Timi’s or mine. You walk behind 
us. Timi keeps turning to look at you, brows furrowed as though she thinks 
you will not be there when she looks back. We walk until the sound of 
music is faint and I can hear your heels clicking against the stony ground. 
Before us, there is a freshly painted block of classrooms. 

When we are inside one of the rooms, I clear my throat. “Yes, this is 
Rotimi,’ I say. ‘But we call her Timi now.’ 

‘Oh my God! Please, I need to sit down.’ 

Timi and I watch you sit on a wooden desk. You bend over, hold your 
head. Timi’s grip tightens until my hand begins to feel numb. 

“We found you last year,’ Timi says. ‘Bolu, you remember her, right? 
She is studying for a master’s degree at UniJos. She came to buy gold from 
your store — she recognised you.’ 

You look up at Timi with your mouth slightly open. I can hear you 


breathing. 


‘It’s all right if you want to leave. I... I just wanted to .. . I just wanted 
to see you. That’s all.’ 

But that is not all she wants. That is not all I want either. She wants you 
to hold her, to tell her you didn’t forget about her, even when you thought 
you’d never see her again. She wants you to stay. 

‘Rotimi,’ you say, standing up. 

‘Timi,’ her voice quavers. ‘Everyone calls me Timi.’ 

‘My child, omo mi.’ 

Timi lets go of my hand as you step towards her. 

You touch her face as though you expect to catch tears, but her cheeks 
are dry, just like yours. She lets her hands hang free by her sides, waits until 
you pull her into a hug. Then she places her arms around you ever so 
carefully, as if she thinks she could break you. 

‘Please, Rotimi. Timi,’ you say. ‘Can you please wait outside? Please? I 
need to talk to Akin.’ 

‘OK,’ she says. Then after a while, she smiles and adds, ‘You’ve got to 
let me go before I can go.’ 

She pulls out of your embrace and leaves the room. Her back 1s straight, 
her chin held high, like yours. She moves away from this building, stands 
with her side to us, shakes wrinkles out of her yellow dress. 

“You told me she lost consciousness.’ Your back is to me but I can tell 
that your focus is on the place where Timi stands. 

‘She did. But eventually I walked to a clinic. Had to lift her up in the air 
like a flag while I was on the road so that the soldiers wouldn’t shoot. They 
wouldn’t let me take a car, even when they saw she was unconscious.’ 

You turn towards me, search my face. I will not blame you if you don’t 
believe me, but this is the truth as it happened. You frown, lean against a 


wall, turn your face towards the open door. You are silent for what feels like 


hours. And the only sound between us is the faint music from the party. I 
should find words to break the silence, but all I can think of is how 
beautiful you are to me, after all this time, and I know that is not what you 
want to hear. I decide to wait for your questions before I say any of the 
words I have rehearsed in front of the mirror you used when we shared the 
same room. 

‘What did you tell her about me? About why I left?’ 

‘I told her that I’d said she was dead when I called you. So, as far she is 
concerned, when you disappeared, you did so thinking you had lost another 
child.’ 

You begin to walk away, towards the door, towards Timi. Suddenly you 
stop and turn to me. 

‘Did you tell her about us and Dotun? About —?’ 

‘Does she need to know?’ 

You purse your lips and nod. ‘How has it been — with her health?’ 

‘She is brave.’ 

You raise your voice, like you expect me to disagree. ‘I need to be with 
her tonight.’ 

‘Of course,’ I say. ‘I’ve prepared a room for you at home. We can leave 
right now if you want to.’ 

You stare at me as if I’ve just given you a knife and asked you to stab 
yourself. “No, I can’t come to your place.’ 

Your last two words are all it takes for me to swallow all the foolish 
words I’ve prepared. J want you to live with me. We can be companions. I 
have missed you. If you want to keep lovers, just be discreet about it. We 
can start again, on new terms. 

“What I mean is, if Rotimi, Timi doesn’t mind, I will take her with me 


back to the hotel so she can spend the night with me. We’ll come to your 


place tomorrow and then you and I can discuss how this will work.’ 

‘Of course,’ I say. 

‘All right then.’ You turn round, loosen and retie your wrapper as you 
walk through the door. You go to Timi, hold her hand; put your forehead 
against hers. She nods as you speak to her. You put an arm around her 


shoulders and lead her out of my sight. 
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I HOLD MY DAUGHTER’S HANDS, SLIDE my thumbs over her palms, touch the 
insides of her wrists and feel her pulse. This is not a dream. My daughter is 
here, standing before me with her back to the classroom. Her feet are clad 
in gold sandals, her toenails painted green. The scalloped hem of her yellow 
dress brushes against her knees, a crucifix hangs from her gold necklace, 
her lips are coated in pink gloss and her eyes are lined with kohl. She is 
here. I step forward, put my forehead against hers and feel her breath on my 
face. Her head-tie crackles against my scarf. 

‘Rotimi... Timi, Timi.’ This is all I can say. 

I count her fingers, running my right thumb and forefinger along their 
lengths and stifling the urge to go on my knees and count her toes. I am 
Thomas, seeking tactile proof of what my eyes have seen before giving in 
to joy. My daughter blinks back tears and smiles. 

I touch the crucifix, ‘Is this the —?’ 

‘Dad said you gave it to me.’ She clears her throat. ‘I wear it a lot.’ 

I do not hold back my own tears as I think of all the years my daughter 
has spent as a motherless child. I want to hold her face in my hands until 
she lets the tears flow. I want to hug her tight and tell her she will feel better 
if she cries, but I realise that I don’t know if she will. I don’t even know if 
she tied this beautiful gele all by herself or needed someone else to help her 


spread out the edges. The child I left behind is now a young woman I 


recognise but do not know. A fresh stream of tears wells up in my eyes, this 
time for me and all the years I lived as a childless mother while someone 
else held my daughter’s hand on her first day of school, while someone else 
showed her how to line her eyes perfectly with kohl. 

‘I am so sorry. If I had known you were alive . . . if I had known, I 


swear I would have come back. I would have come. I would have come for 


“You’re here.’ She wipes away my tears with her hands. ‘You’re here 
now.’ 

Her words wash over me, an absolution for the lost years. 

‘Moomi,’ she whispers. 

I glance behind me, expecting to see my mother-in-law. ‘Your 
grandmother? Where is she?’ 

My daughter laughs — and the wonderful sound brings a smile to my 
face. I want her laughter to ring on until the end of time. 

‘Mum, I’ve been waiting to say that for like forever. You’re my own 
Moomi. I don’t call Grandma that.’ She touches the crucifix and shrugs. 
‘Nobody understands, it’s just my weird thing.’ 

‘I understand.’ I understand how a word others use every day can 
become something whispered in the dark to soothe a wound that just won’t 
heal. I remember thinking I would never hear it spoken without unravelling 
a little, wondering if I would ever get to say it in the light. So I recognise 
the gift in this simple pronouncement, the promise of a beginning in this 
one word. 

“Will you please say it again, call me that again?’ I ask, grateful that my 
child will not have to settle for a substitute. 

My daughter draws me into her arms. ‘Moomi.’ Her voice is soft and 


tremulous. 
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